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Francesca Langer: On the Utility of Antiquity in Early America
(Under the Direction of Molly Worthen)
Drawing upon American newspaper sources from the 1770s-1790s, this paper examines 
the role of neoclassical discourse in the development of a national political culture in the early 
United States.  Despite its highly aristocratic origins in the Glorious Revolution of England, the 
neoclassicism of the American Revolution became a versatile and creative mode of political 
expression available to those outside of the political elite.  During and after the American 
Revolution, political elites turned to classical antiquity as a source of moral authority, 
distinguishing the new American Republic from Britain while styling themselves after British 
aristocrats and affirming their role as the Republic’s natural leaders.  Non-elites also absorbed 
this neoclassical ethos, especially through Patriot propaganda, ultimately adopting it for their 
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INTRODUCTION
The development of a national political culture in the new United States during and after 
the American Revolution has been the subject of what some have termed “the new, new political 
history.”  Scholars such David Waldstreicher, Jeffrey Pasley, and Andrew Robertson have 
demonstrated the importance of non-elite participation in early national politics, noting the 
limitations of the new government’s authority, the necessity of mass demonstrations and public 
rituals in providing legitimacy, and the diverse, creative, ad hoc nature of political conflict before
the formalization of a two-party system.1  More recently, in his study of popular responses to the 
Continental Congress, historian Benjamin H. Irvin has focused on how non-elites appropriated 
and reinterpreted the symbols and rituals of elite political culture for their own ends.2  This body 
of scholarship has shown that the rules of engagement in the new national arena were not 
dictated by political elites, but rather emerged from a process of negotiation between elites and 
an ambiguously-defined, often surprisingly broad “American public.”  The dramatic expansion 
of print media during the last decades of the eighteenth century played a key role in this process, 
creating a complex feedback loop through which a broad and diverse newspaper-reading public
1  Chris Beneke, “The New, New Political History,” Reviews in American History 33, no. 3 (2005): 314-
24.
2  Benjamin H. Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty: The Continental Congress and the People Out of 
Doors, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).
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 both consumed and produced a new national political discourse.3  
While the influence of Greco-Roman antiquity on early American political elites has long 
been noted, neoclassical culture has not been adequately integrated into the “new, new political 
history.”  As Caroline Winterer has observed, neoclassical culture became increasingly 
secularized and politicized during the second half of the eighteenth century as American 
universities began to produce fewer clergymen and more classically-educated professionals.4 
University curricula, which remained highly consistent and standardized throughout the colonial 
period, required students to read, translate, and contemplate moral lessons from a relatively 
narrow canon of Greek and Latin texts that were available and popular at the time;  Cicero, 
Virgil, Ovid, Sallust, Livy, Plutarch, Homer and the Greek New Testament were standard 
reading.5  Although only a tiny fraction of early Americans attended universities and received 
traditional instruction in these texts, the rich history and mythology of the ancient Mediterranean 
world fed the political imaginations of a far greater number of early Americans than have 
previously been accounted for, as evidenced by the sheer ubiquity of classical references in early 
American newspapers.
Although the most successful urban papers had only a few thousand paying subscribers, 
actual readership was far greater than the rate of circulation.  White literacy rates in British North
America were quite high by the end of the eighteenth century, and newspapers reached even 
3  As Pasley has shown, print media did not expand gradually over time, but suddenly, in response to 
political events.  At the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, “the newspaper press was expanding nearly 
twice as fast as the population.”  In response to the Stamp and Sugar Acts, and then the Townsend Acts, 
“the number of newspapers shot up during each individual crisis.”  Jeffrey L. Pasley, The Tyranny of 
Printers: Newspaper Politics in the Early American Republic (Charlottesville: University of Virginia 
Press, 2001) 33.
4  Caroline Winterer, The Culture of Classicism: Ancient Greece and Rome in American Intellectual Life 
1780-1910 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002) 25.
5  For a detailed overview of standard classical curricula see: Carl J. Richard, The Founders and the 
Classics (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994).
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illiterate audiences.6  Taverns, coffeehouses, and neighborhood organizations provided 
communal copies to be passed around or read aloud at public gatherings.7  Although the print 
industry was dominated by white men, white women were frequent readers and occasional 
contributors;  Black men and women also read and contributed to newspapers, though the size of 
black readership is harder to estimate.  Despite the difficulty of obtaining exact statistics, it is 
clear that early American newspapers had a large and diverse audience, to whose tastes and 
opinions editors were highly responsive.8  The density of classical references, even in papers that
explicitly declared themselves as catering to a “plain” non-elite audience, is therefore quite 
remarkable.  The idea of the new United States as a modern Roman Republic may have had its 
origins among college-educated elites, but it had broad political and cultural appeal.  
Beyond the contributions of the ancient Greeks and Romans to American constitutional 
theory, the popular appeal of neoclassicism as a mode of political discourse has not been 
adequately examined.  The ancient Mediterranean was considerably more remote from the 
eighteenth-century British Atlantic World than the latter is from us.  It is therefore quite striking 
the degree to which eighteenth-century Anglo-Americans identified themselves with the ancient 
Romans, a people whose exploits, even now, are difficult to disentangle from legend.  Their 
Rome was not our Rome, for much of what is now known about the ancient Mediterranean was 
unknown in the eighteenth century.  During a period when the field of archaeology was only just 
6  By the end of the eighteenth century, the white literacy rate was about sixty percent in the South and 
exceeded ninety percent in New England, and the gap between white male and white female literacy 
which existed at the beginning of the century had almost completely closed.  See: Richard D. Brown, 
Knowledge is Power: The Diffusion of Information in Early America, 1700-1865 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1991) 12.   
7  Pasley, Tyranny of Printers, 7.;  A similar tradition of newspaper-sharing existed in Britain, where each 
single issue was likely to reach as many as thirty readers.  See: Hannah Barker, Newspapers and English 
Society 1695-1855 (London: Pearson, 2000) 46-7.
8  David Copeland, “America 1750-1820,” Press, Politics, and the Public Sphere in Europe and North 
America, 1760-1840, ed. Hannah Barker and Simon Burrows (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002) 140-2.
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beginning to emerge, Rome came down to its anglophone inheritors primarily through the 
medium of text, not only as a great historical civilization, but as a transhistorical metaphor for 
civilization in general.  Today, ultraviolet light reveals that Greek and Roman statues were once 
garishly painted;  From the canon of heroic texts, the eighteenth-century imagination conjured a 
timeless, semi-fictional world, a kind of shadow box theater, still peopled by elegant, bare, 
marble figures.
The neoclassical culture which eighteenth-century American elites inherited from Britain 
was the product of a specific set of political circumstances in the mother country’s history.  After 
the Glorious Revolution of 1688, the newly empowered English aristocracy had embraced a 
culture of classicism in fine arts, architecture, literature, philosophy and political rhetoric in order
to create what historian Philip Ayres calls the “oligarchy of virtue.”9  As the chief beneficiaries of
the revolutionary settlement, English aristocrats explained and justified the new powers and 
privileges they had gained at the expense of the monarchy by equating Britain with the Roman 
Republic, and themselves with the Roman Patrician caste.  They upheld a strenuous ethic of 
participation in public life, with participation defined in such a way as to severely limit the 
definition of “the public.”  The adoption of an elaborate neoclassical aesthetic in their arts and 
letters was designed to suggest that, like the Roman Patricians, the English aristocracy were the 
natural guardians and governors of a society in which they held the greatest stake.  The virtue 
which fitted them for governance was necessarily derived from hereditary land-ownership, rather
than commercial striving, for their independence and leisure allowed them to contemplate the 
public good as those who worked for a living could not be expected to do.  
According to Ayres, elite British neoclassicism after 1688 was motivated by “the need to 
close off, rhetorically and iconographically, the possibility of any more thorough-going 
9  Philip Ayres, Classical Culture and the Idea of Rome in Eighteenth Century England (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), xiii.
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revolution.”10  In defining the limits of the Glorious Revolution to prevent popular participation 
in government, English aristocrats imagined themselves as the senatorial oligarchy of the late 
Roman Republic, protecting the nation from the threat of mob rule by the populist demagogue 
Julius Caesar.  But if the purpose of anglophone neoclassicism at the beginning of the eighteenth 
century was to close off political possibilities, then by the end of the century it had undergone a 
dramatic transformation.  The rise of print culture helped to make the classical canon more 
accessible to non-elite audiences, giving it the potential to be turned to new aesthetic and 
political purposes, especially in the North American colonies.  The twilight of the Roman 
Republic, which loomed so large in the Anglo-American view of antiquity, took on new meaning
as non-elites painted themselves with the heroism of Roman senators and their rulers with the 
villainy of Caesar.  By the time of the American Revolution, neoclassicism had become an 
important part of a broader civic culture;  No longer an exclusive language of the elite, it could 
serve as a versatile and open-ended discourse of political imagination.
10  Ibid, xiii
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CATO
In Trenton during the spring of 1779, a group of Continental Army officers staged a 
commemoration of the anniversary of America’s alliance with France before “a vast concourse of
spectators from every part of the Jersies.”  Along with cannon and fireworks displays, the 
“elegant entertainments” included a hundred-foot model of a Roman temple, erected for the 
purpose of displaying thirteen illuminated paintings between its pseudo-Corinthian columns.  
The paintings depicted General Joseph Warren, General Richard Montgomery, “and a croud [sic]
of heroes who have fallen in the American contest, in Elysium, receiving the thanks and praises 
of Brutus—   Cato—  and those spirits who in all ages have gloriously struggled against tyrants 
and tyranny.”11  
Throughout these paintings, American Patriots and heroes of the Roman Republic 
appeared together in scenes set outside of linear time, surrounded by images of the past and the 
future.  The future of Britain was “represented as a decaying Empire—  by a barren country—  
broken arches—  fallen spires—  ships deserting its shores—  birds of prey hovering over its 
mouldering cities and a gloomy setting sun,” while the future of America was “represented as a 
rising Empire… harbors and rivers covered with ships—  cities rising amidst the woods—  a 
splendid sun emerging from a bright horizon.”  Below these images was an inscription 
celebrating the translatio studii et imperii, the transmission of knowledge and power, from one 
country to another, represented by the westward path of the sun over the earth.  The mantle of
11  Independent Ledger, “Trenton, March 3,” March 22, 1779
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 civilization that Britain had borrowed from the ancient Mediterranean world would now be
passed on to America.  “The Babylonian spires are sunk,” the inscription read, “Archaia—  
Rome—  and Egypt mouldered down.  Time shakes the stable tyranny of thrones, And tottering 
empires crush by their own weight.  New Worlds are still emerging from the deep.  The old 
descending in their turns to rise.”12
During the American Revolution and in the early national period, the idea of America as a
new Rome was not only an important element of civic nationalism, but also a common theme of 
national popular culture;  Indeed, the two cannot be easily separated.  Popular art, poetry, and 
theater from before the Revolution provided a wealth of classical themes that were successfully 
put to use as Patriot propaganda.  While America was compared to the virtuous Roman Republic,
Britain was compared to the Roman Empire.13  The analogy between the cause of the American 
Revolution and that of the Roman Republic was almost always made with a kind of literary 
distance—  Not irony, for it was meant quite seriously, but rather with a sense of imagination.  In
both Britain and America, the metaphor of the theater was virtually ubiquitous in discussions of 
political events, both historical and contemporary;  A pervasive political vocabulary of dramatic 
spectacle, of scenes, players, shadows, mirrors, settings, costumes, and masks facilitated the 
subtle elision of antiquity and modernity, politics and literature, history and myth.14 
Among the most important cultural products in the development of popular neoclassicism
was Joseph Addison’s Cato: A Tragedy.  One of the most popular and widely-referenced English 
plays of the eighteenth century, it depicts the final days of the Roman statesman Cato the 
12  Ibid.
13  Eran Shalev, “Britannia Corrupt” in Rome Reborn on Western Shores (Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 2009) 40-72.
14  See: Jeffrey H. Richards, Theater Enough: American Culture and the Metaphor of the World Stage, 
1607-1789 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991).;  Eva Saks, “The Staging of the Constitution, or The 
Republican Masque of ‘The Federalist Papers,’” Theater Journal 41, vol. 3 (1989): 360-380.;  Eran 
Shalev, “Ancient Masks, American Fathers: Classical Pseudonyms During the American Revolution and 
Early Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 23, vol. 2 (2003): 151-172.
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Younger.  A pious adherent of Stoicism, famous for his incorruptibility, Cato made a principled 
last stand to save the Roman Republic from the usurpation of Julius Caesar.  Such was Cato’s 
love for the Republic that although the victorious Caesar was willing to spare him, Cato gutted 
himself with his own sword rather than live in a Rome ruled by Caesar.  Addison’s play helped to
popularize the myth of Cato in Britain and the American colonies, until his name became 
synonymous with political martyrdom.15  
For readers who lacked an elite classical education, colonial American newspapers would
often provide accessible summaries of important classical myths, along with quotations, advice, 
and moral lessons gleaned from heroic classical figures.  In an essay entitled “Ye God’s!  What 
Havock Does Ambition Make Among Your Works” (after a line of dialogue taken from 
Addison’s play,) an anonymous writer for the New Hampshire Gazette explained the struggle 
between Cato and Caesar in terms his readers might easily understand, in order to impress upon 
them the evils of standing armies:16
This great Senator lived at the height of Roman glory, for a great part of Europe, Asia, 
and Africa acknowledged her power... It was at this time that Caesar was sent governor of
Gaul, where he formed an army which gave uneasiness at Rome. Cato often exclaimed in
the Senate and foretold the designs of this aspiring man. But Pompey and his party were 
not to be awakened till they heard of Caesar’s having passed the Rubicon with his army, 
who on this occasion might justly say Veni Vidi Vici, for everything fell before him.... 
Thus you see that the destruction of the greatest empire that the world has ever known 
was brought about by Caesar and his soldiers.
After summarizing the story of Caesar's coup and the destruction of Roman liberty, the 
anonymous writer proceeded to explain how the story should be read as a universal template.  
“Persia has for ages been torn to pieces by armies,” he lamented.  “In China they are all slaves… 
France once was free, it had respectable parliaments; but soldiers have stripped them of their 
15  Nathaniel Wolloch, “Cato the Younger in the Enlightenment,” Modern Philology 106, no.1 (2008): 
60-2.
16  “Ye God’s! What Havoc Does Ambition Make Among Your Works,” New Hampshire Gazette, 
February 27, 1767. 
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liberty.”  The situation was the same, he claimed, in India, Africa, Turkey, Russia, the 
Netherlands, Poland, and Spain.  “Even in England,” he warned, “there are many dreadful 
instances of what soldiers have done… Quartering on the inhabitants is a very great evil, and 
barracks are terrible!...  May our assemblies be watchful and on their guard to protect and defend
their own and the people’s Liberties.”17  Armed with the knowledge of Cato and Caesar, he hoped
that his readers would be able to recognize the threat to liberty which standing armies posed in 
all countries and time periods.  He encouraged readers to see themselves in Cato’s situation and 
to emulate his virtues.  
Beyond his dramatic final gesture of political martyrdom, the stern, ascetic Cato, who 
famously wore a black toga pulla of mourning, rather than the white and red toga praetexta of 
his fellow senators, served as an exemplar of frugality and self-sufficiency.  Newspapers 
included aphorisms and anecdotes from Cato in columns that were devoted to good manners and 
life advice.  For example, a column entitled “Of Apparel, the Frugality and Prodigality in the Use
of It” admonished readers that “Marcus Cato, sometime praetor and consul of Rome, is said 
never to have wore [sic] a coat that stood him more than a hundred pence… He said ‘all 
superfluous things are sold too dear, let the price be what it will;’ And for his part he valued 
nothing worth a farthing that he wanted not.”18  
Crucially, despite his humble dress and frugal living, Cato was a man of property.  His 
economic independence was the source of his political independence, for it made him impervious
to bribes.  The culture of the oligarchy of virtue, which Americans inherited from Britain, 
celebrated Roman figures such as Cato as enlightened country squires, who spurned the vulgar 
luxuries of the capital while they presided over the vineyards and orchards of their picturesque 
17  Ibid.
18  “Of Apparel, the Frugality and Prodigality in the Use of It,” New Hampshire Gazette, December 28, 
1764.
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estates.  An essay from a London newspaper, reprinted by the New Hampshire Gazette, invoked 
Cato in order to explain how the wealth of a country gentleman benefited society as a whole.  A 
virtuous Patrician, the writer explained, was one who attended “not only to his own profit, but 
that of the public also.”  Frugality was a virtue to be carefully cultivated in elite young men, for 
“Cato says that ‘tis a burning Shame to a Man, not to leave his Inheritance greater than he 
received it.”  The writer contrasted the virtue of “Land-Owners” with the villainy of the newly-
rich “Money Mongers,” arguing that those with inherited their wealth were naturally more 
“noble, just and honorable,” as “the Wisest Writers of Antiquity” had always taught.19  It was 
against this backdrop that Addison’s already-classic play, Cato: A Tragedy, gained new 
popularity and significance within the literature of the American Revolution.  Although the play 
itself was a prime artifact of the early eighteenth-century oligarchy of virtue, it became an 
inspiring tale of political struggle and sacrifice for Patriots who appropriated its message for their
own purposes. 
Cato was first performed in London in 1713, before an elite audience that included many 
members of Parliament, all of whom were eager to demonstrate their Roman virtue by 
associating themselves with Addison’s hero.  Careful to make sure that his play was politically 
neutral, Addison enlisted Alexander Pope, a Tory, to write the prologue and Samuel Garth, a 
Whig, to write the epilogue.  At the premiere, Pope recalled, “the numerous and violent claps of 
the whig-party on the one side of the theater were echoed back by the tories on the other.”  
Representatives from both factions made a great show of presenting the actor who played Cato 
with gifts of money “so, betwixt them,” Pope joked, “it is probable that Cato… may have 
something to live upon after he dies.”20
19  “In Praise of Country Employment,” New Hampshire Gazette, September 21, 1764. 
20  Alexander Pope to John Caryll, April 30, 1713.
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Addison was so mindful of avoiding controversy that he sent early drafts of his play to 
two of the most prominent Tories in Parliament, Lord Oxford and Lord Bolingbroke, seeking 
their approval of the script.  As his friend and fellow writer Samuel Johnson recalled, Addison 
scrubbed Pope’s prologue of any potentially incendiary verses.  “When Pope brought him the 
prologue,” wrote Johnson, “there were these words ‘Britons, arise, be worth like this approved’; 
meaning nothing more than, Britons, erect and exalt yourselves to the approbation of public 
virtue.  Addison was frightened lest he should be thought a promoter of insurrection, and the line 
was liquidated to ‘Britons, arise.’”21  
Cato grew in popularity over the course of the century, and despite Addison’s best efforts, 
his Roman hero indeed became a promoter of insurrection.  By the time of the Revolutionary 
War, Cato was a well-established classic in the American colonies, a favorite of professional 
theater companies as well as university students wishing to practice their oratory.22  The 1760s 
and 1770s saw a proliferation of amatuer productions, which took on an increasingly political 
tone as the contents of the play became identified with the revolutionary cause.  Patriots found 
Cato’s story of resistance and martyrdom so inspiring, that George Washington had his troops 
perform the play during the winter at Valley Forge to raise their flagging morale.23
During the Revolution, many newspapers showed their support for the Patriot cause by 
adopting new mastheads featuring verses from Cato.  The Rhode Island American Journal and 
General Advertiser, for example, changed its masthead to “A Day, an Hour of virtuous Liberty is 
worth a whole Eternity in Bongage.”24  The paper attributed this line to the historical Cato, 
21  Samuel Johnson, Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets, Volume II (London: 1779), 347.
22  Winterer, The Culture of Classicism, 25.
23  Frederick M. Litto, “Addison’s Cato in the Colonies,” The William and Mary Quarterly 23, no.3 
(1966): 440, 447.
24  American Journal and General Advertiser, April 6, 1780.
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though in reality it was an invention of Addison’s play, perhaps quoted so often as to be mistaken
for the real thing.  Like all classical heroes, Cato was surrounded by a sort of glamorous 
obscurity, existing simultaneously as a real historical figure and as a literary character in the 
public domain.  Part of his appeal may have come from the fact that although the historical Cato 
had been dead for millennia, Addison and others could continue to add to his story.  Addison’s 
play itself was reworked, parodied, updated and co-opted countless times, becoming part of an 
expansive neoclassical mythos in which anyone with a pen could participate.
Massachusetts poet Jonathan Mitchell Sewall composed “A New Epilogue to Cato” to be 
read aloud at performances, turning Cato into an even more explicit call to revolutionary action 
by likening various Patriot leaders to heroic characters from the play.  “Like Pompey—” he 
wrote, “Warren fell in martial pride, and Montgomery like Scipio dy’d!  In Green [sic], the 
patriot, hero, friend, we see, And Lucius, Juba, Cato shine in thee!  When Rome receiv’d her last 
decisive blow, Had’st Thou immortal Gates been Caesar’s foe!”  Sewall compared the tyranny of 
Julius Caesar with that of Britain, asking, “Did Caesar drunk with pow’r, and madly brave, 
Insatiate burn, his Country to enslave?... Our British Caesar too, has done the same!”  Comparing
the Continental Congress with the Roman Senate, he continued, “Did Rome’s brave Senate, 
nobly strive t’ oppose the mighty torrent?...  Our Senate too, the same bold deed has done, And, 
for a Cato— arm’d a Washington!”25
If the myth of Cato served well as an uncomplicated call to support the Revolution, it also 
served, less neatly, as template for understanding some of the problems caused by the 
Revolution.  During the winter of 1778, while Washington’s troops were encamped at Valley 
Forge, two anonymous writers calling themselves “Cato” and “Julius Caesar” wrote to the 
Connecticut Courant about one of the most mysterious and troubling difficulties faced by the 
25  Jonathan Mitchell Sewall, “A New Epilogue for Cato: Spoken at a Late Performance of that Tragedy,”
New Hampshire Gazette, March 31, 1778.  
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Continental Congress:  the rapid depreciation of its paper currency.  The cause of the 
hyperinflation was unclear, but many blamed farmers for refusing to accept the Continental bills 
in exchange for their produce.  After introducing himself as a farmer of middling means, “Cato” 
excoriated his neighbors for attempting to profit from the war by creating an artificial scarcity of 
grain in order to sell their produce at inflated prices.  
Although the myth of Cato could not explain the causes of hyperinflation, it provided this 
anonymous author with a moral framework for understanding the crisis.  The name of Cato 
stood, above all, for patriotic self-sacrifice of the kind shown by Washington’s cold and starving 
troops.  “Cato” likely chose this pseudonym because he attributed the depreciation of Continental
dollars to his fellow farmers’ lack of patriotism, their unwillingness to suffer for the good of the 
Republic.  “Such was their cruelty,” during the autumn of 1776 he claimed, “they would not sell 
even to our soldiers, who happened to escape the mortal diseases of the camp, or the famine to 
which they were exposed by the brutal commanders of the British troops.”  He exhorted his 
readers to put the Revolutionary cause above self-interest, suggesting that those who refused to 
do so should leave the country, because they could not be true members of the Republic.  “As for
the monopolizer and engrosser,” he wrote, “I shall leave them for the present to be tortured by 
their own reflections on what I conceive to be their fate, unless by a timely use of a halter they 
should give their country the slip, and give no further trouble to Cato.”26   
“Cato’s” interlocutor chose the name “J. Caesar,” perhaps as a humorous reference to the 
fact that Julius Caesar was supposed to have been Cato’s mortal enemy.  “J. Caesar” argued that 
merchants, rather than farmers, were responsible for the problem of hyperinflation.  The farmers,
he claimed, were merely victims of a parasitic merchant class, and had raised their prices only 
out of necessity.  “Some,” he wrote, “imagine that trade is necessary to make a country rich and 
26  “Cato,” Connecticut Courant, December 9, 1777.
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flourishing,” but in reality “merchandise encourages idleness, luxury, and gaiety;  these things 
may enrich particular gentlemen, but they impoverish the people at large.”  Agriculture, “J. 
Caesar” insisted, was the very foundation of the Republic, for “the farmers are the most 
necessary and useful set of men to the support of the world in general, on whom all others 
depend.”  They could not be blamed for hyperinflation, he believed, because their work was 
fundamentally virtuous, and the depreciation of Continental currency was symptomatic of a lack 
of public virtue.  “Frugality and industry make a people hardy and brave,” he explained.  “These 
are the virtues that rendered the Spartans and Romans powerful and flourishing, and among them
merchandise was scarcely known for several hundreds of years.”27  
Neither “Cato” nor “J. Caesar” seems to have been aware of the fact that an excess of 
Continental bills was in circulation.  From their perspective, hyperinflation was a mysterious and
highly disturbing phenomenon.  In the absence of reliable information about complex policy 
questions, many newspaper commentators reached for classical analogies that helped them to 
voice their concerns by grounding them in a familiar moral schema.  When yet a third 
anonymous writer entered the exchange, he promised to refute “the opinions of those venerable 
characters Cato and Caesar, as well as of several other literary heroes who have made such a 
figure in the Connecticut Courant.”28  Remarks like this suggest that the purpose of adopting a 
classical pseudonym was not to marshal the authority of a real historical figure per se, but to 
create a literary persona, informed by both history and fiction, through which one’s commentary 
was meant to be read.
27  “Caesar to Cato,” Connecticut Courant, January 13 1778.
28  “The Old Story, in a Different Dress, by a Different Person,” Connecticut Courant, October 20, 1778.
14
CINCINNATUS
Alongside Cato, the most important classical icon of the American Revolution was the 
legendary general Cincinnatus, who was called away from his farm to defend Rome from the 
hostile Aequians.  After leading Roman armies to a glorious victory, he relinquished his 
dictatorial powers and returned to his plough, seeking no reward for his accomplishments.  In the
eighteenth-century Anglo-American world, Cincinnatus represented the ideal civil servant who 
accepted power only with great reluctance.  Cato and Cincinnatus were two of the most 
important role models for the British oligarchy of virtue, because their stories helped to reconcile
the apparent contradiction between virtue and material wealth.  As land-owning Patricians, both 
Cato and Cincinnatus eschewed personal gain and hated luxury;  At the same time, their wealth 
was what allowed them to maintain their political independence, and therefore, their republican 
virtue.29
Compared with well-documented individuals such as Cato, Cicero, Caesar, and Brutus, 
who lived during the late Roman Republic, Cincinnatus was more of a legend than a historical 
figure.  No writings attributed to him survive, and the main sources that relate his story were 
written by Roman historians who lived centuries after his death.  In early American newspapers, 
the myth of Cincinnatus was a favorite theme for pastoral poetry.  Short verses, often submitted 
by readers, would adorn opinion columns arguing for the political interests of farmers, as well as 
articles about the moral virtues of agriculture.  In an article for the Massachusetts Gazette and
29  Ayres, The Idea of Rome, 25.
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 Boston Post-Boy, an anonymous writer observed that “luxury, avarice, injustice, violence, and
 ambition take up their ordinary residence in populous cities;  while the hard and laborious life of
the husbandman will not admit of these vices.”  The essay was signed with a verse about 
Cincinnatus which celebrated his deserved wealth and nobility which he derived from the 
cultivation of his land:30              
The Romans as historians all allow,
Sought in extreme distress, the rural plough;
Io triumphe!  for the village swain,
Retired to be a nobleman✼ again. 
Both during and after the American Revolution, George Washington enjoyed a strong 
reputation as the “modern Cincinnatus” on both sides of the Atlantic.31  For the commander of an
opposing military force, he received remarkably favorable press coverage in Britain throughout 
the war, often far more favorable than British commanders Thomas Gage and William Howe.32   
The very same publications that blamed the Continental Congress for initiating a destructive and 
pointless civil war, praised Washington as a “modern Fabius” whose willingness to sacrifice for 
his country put Britain’s own leaders to shame.33  Because Cincinnatus was already a popular 
subject for pastoral poetry before the Revolution, it was easy for Patriot writers to incorporate 
30  “General Thoughts on Agriculture, Ancient and Modern,” Massachusetts Gazette and Boston Post-
Boy, December 16, 1771.
✼ “Cincinnatus”—  the writer’s own footnote. 
31  Washington was the primary recipient of the Cincinnatus title, but other American generals were 
occasionally given this appellation as well.  For example (from a British paper): “Major Gen. Putman, 
The American Cincinnatus; he was actually following the plough when an account was brought to him of 
the engagement near Lexington,” in “News,” Leeds Intelligencer, September 19, 1775.
32  Troy O. Bickham, “Sympathizing with Sedition? George Washington, the British Press, and British 
Attitudes During the American War of Independence,” The William and Mary Quarterly 59, no. 1 (2002): 
101-22.
33   “This modern Fabius,” in “Poetical Epistle to George Washington, Esq.,” Monthly Review, vol. 62 
(January-June 1780): 390. Referenced in Bickham, “Sympathizing with Sedition?,” 102.;  Fabius was a 
Roman general during the Second Punic War, celebrated for his brilliant strategies against Hannibal.  The 
comparison of Washington with Fabius is most likely a reference to Fabius’ use of delaying tactics against
a superior enemy force.
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poetry celebrating Washington into a pre-existing literary genre. 
Washington’s Cincinnatus persona drew upon the tradition of the oligarchy of virtue, but 
differed significantly in the degree to which non-elite members of society were expected to 
participate in it.  Early eighteenth-century British aristocrats expressed their self-image as 
Roman Patricians largely amongst the classically educated elite, through painting, sculpture, 
architecture, and archeology to which very few people had access.  While depictions of 
Washington as Cincinnatus positioned him as a wealthy Patrician whose virtue was inherently 
tied to land-ownership, their message was intended to appeal to a much larger audience.  
Wartime music and poetry, widely distributed in print form, helped to popularize the Cincinnatus
myth and its connection to Washington amongst a broadly defined American public.  Philip 
Freneau, one of the most popular poets of the American Revolution, dedicated this poem to 
Washington’s humble pastoral retirement:34
Now hurrying from the busy scene,
Where thy Potowmack's waters flow,
May'st thou enjoy thy rural reign,
And every earthly blessing know;
Thus He✼  whom Rome's proud legions sway'd,
Return'd, and sought his sylvan shade.
 Many of the popular writers who praised his return to Mount Vernon at the end of the war 
became disillusioned with Washington after he reentered public life as president.  Freneau, for 
his part, became the editor of the National Gazette, the leading anti-administration newspaper 
throughout Washington’s first term.  While many newspapers celebrated Washington’s 
inauguration with invocations of the Cincinnatus myth, they also implied that he would have to 
34  Philip Freneau, “Occasioned by General Washington's Arrival in Philadelphia, on His Way to His Seat
in Virginia,” New Jersey Gazette, December 23, 1783.  See also: “There the great Fabius pleas’d shall see,
His glories bloom again in thee; There & Cincinnatus joy to lead, Thy step along the tranquil mead,” in 
“The Genius of America: An Ode Inscribed to His Excellency George Washington on His Return to 
Mount Vernon, 1783,” Massachusetts Centinel, February 7, 1789.;  And: “Ode to the President of the 
United States by a Lady,” Federal Gazette and Philadelphia Evening Post, November 14, 1789.
✼ “Cincinnatus”—  Freneau's own footnote.
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earn his title.  “The great Washington fought for liberty,” assured a writer for the Herald of 
Freedom.  “He knows the value of it, and he will not, like the Caesars and the Pompeys, pull 
down and disgrace the glorious fabric which he has lead in the building of.”35  In order to retain 
the mantle of Cincinnatus as president, Washington would have to avoid the temptation of 
becoming Caesar.  
The flourishing print culture of the revolutionary period continued to expand even more 
rapidly throughout the early national period.  More newspapers were founded in America in the 
1790s than in the entire previous century combined.36  These new publications represented a 
greater diversity of views than ever before, and over the course of Washington’s first term, they 
began to erode the taboos against sedition.  Although most newspapers initially avoided direct 
criticism of the new president, they immediately objected to the un-republican pageantry 
surrounding his administration.  Without impugning the character of the president himself, 
Freneau objected to the official celebration of his birthday, calling it “a striking feature of 
royalty” that should have no place in a republican society.  “We hear of no such thing during the 
republic of Rome,” he observed.  “Even Cincinnatus, now consigned to immortal fame, received 
no adulation of this kind.”37  One writer criticized the use of honorifics such as “His Excellency” 
to refer to Washington on the grounds that “such titles were unknown in the pure ages of Greek 
and Roman liberty.  We hear not of the ‘illustrious’ Cincinnatus.”  Newspapers increasingly 
asserted their right to act as judges of elite virtue.  It would be for the newspaper-reading public, 
not his fellow Patricians, to decide whether Washington deserved the honor of the name 
35  “Cincinnatus:  The People Will Read—  The People Will Think,” New-York Daily Gazette, reprinted 
from the Herald of Freedom, October 23, 1789.
36  Winterer, The Culture of Classicism, 16. See also: Michael Warner, The Letters of the Republic: 
Publication and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1990).
37  Philip Freneau, “Valerius,” National Gazette, February 25, 1793.
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Cincinnatus.  “If our Presidents, Senators, and Representatives act uprightly and wisely,” the 
writer continued, “honor and respect will attend them;  If they act otherwise, the most pompous 
titles will not protect them from infamy, nor, I hope, from punishment.”38  
While American elites attempted in some ways to reenact the oligarchy of virtue, they 
could not make any exclusive claim to the inheritance of the Roman Republic.  The 
popularization of neoclassical culture allowed newspapers to claim the pantheon of Greek and 
Roman heroes for themselves and their readers.  Elite displays of neoclassicism, when overtly 
exclusive, were met with enormous hostility.  The Society of the Cincinnati, a fraternal 
organization founded by a group of Continental Army officers with Washington himself as its 
first president, became extremely controversial because of its policy of hereditary membership.  
Writing under the name of “Cassius” (a Roman senator admired for his participation in the plot 
to assassinate Caesar), Aedanus Burke accused the Society of the Cincinnati of attempting to 
establish a hereditary nobility in America.  “With what propriety,” Burke demanded, “can they 
denominate themselves from Cincinnatus, with an ambition so renk [sic], as to aim at nothing 
less, than otium cum dignitate?  Did that virtuous Roman, having subdued the enemies of his 
country, and returned home to tend his vineyard and plant his cabbages, did he confer an 
hereditary order of peerage on himself and his fellow soldiers?  I answer, No.”39  
One commentator calling himself “Brutus” went so far as to argue that Washington could 
not be president of the United States and of the Society of the Cincinnati at the same time.  He 
claimed that the fraternity was a threat to the Constitution, a conspiracy of “the most wealthy 
men of each State,” seeking to “strip the middle and lower ranks of life of all influence and 
importance.”  He expressed deep disappointment in Washington, “he who had appeared so great, 
38  “An American Whig,” Federal Gazette and Philadelphia Evening Post, April 7, 1789. 
39  Aedanus Burke, “Consideration on the Society or Order of Cincinnati,” 1783.
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declaring that he would become again a private individual,” for failing to live up to the promise 
of his Cincinnatus persona.40  
With many papers coming out against the Society of the Cincinnati, John Fenno, editor of
the pro-administration Gazette of the United States, attempted to reassert the oligarchy of virtue, 
insisting that the welfare of the Republic could only be entrusted to wealthy, land-owning 
Patricians.  “In the Roman story,” Fenno wrote, “some few of their brave patriots and conquerors
were men of small fortune, and of so rare a temper of spirit, that they little cared to improve them
or enrich themselves by their public employment.”  Most leaders, he assumed, were power-
hungry and self-interested, and the examples of heroic leadership from Roman history were “all 
of patricians and senators:  We do not find one example of a popular tribune” who was willing 
“to forego their private fortunes for the sake of plebeian liberty.”  The Society of the Cincinnati, 
he argued, were the natural inheritors of this aristocratic legacy.  After all, Fenno reminded his 
readers, “Cincinnatus was a patrician, a senator of a splendid family and no mean fortune.”41
Fenno’s Gazette of the United States, published under the masthead “By Authority,” was 
practically an official organ of the Federalist Party, while Freneau’s National Gazette received 
covert funding from Thomas Jefferson through the State Department to act as an organ of the 
Democratic-Republican Party.  But most newspapers, however partisan, were operated by 
independent editors and were often highly responsive to the sentiments and tastes of their 
readers.  Anonymous opinion columns and letters to the editor made up a significant portion of 
most newspapers’ regular content, allowing readers to participate in the new print culture as 
creators as well as consumers.  The neoclassical mythos was a constant feature of this many-
sided conversation, providing writers with endless material for jokes, references, epigrams, 
40  “Brutus,” The United States Chronicle, September 17, 1789.
41  John Fenno, “The Right Constitution of a Commonwealth Examined,” Gazette of the United States, 
August 29, 1789.
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analogies, and pseudonymous personas.
Benjamin Franklin Bache, editor of the highly popular and influential Aurora General 
Advertiser, encouraged reader participation in his newspaper by regularly soliciting feedback and
accepting requests.  For example, multiple readers wrote in to the Aurora asking Bache to 
comment on a poem appearing in Dunlap and Claypoole’s Pennsylvania Packet.  The editor, 
David Claypoole, had ridiculed proponents of states’ rights for their concerns about the 
expansive powers of the federal government under the Constitution.  Bache responded with his 
own verses, denouncing the vague language of the Constitution as a potential instrument of 
tyranny:42
If “Save the state from harm”✼ at Rome convey'd
Powers dictatorial, tho' in five words said;
You'll find “For the general welfare to provide,”
Tho' but five words, conveys a power as wide.
No  newspaper was more bold in its attacks on the Washington administration than the 
Aurora, which refused to spare even the president’s personal character from criticism.  In 
January of 1793, the Aurora published a series of letters by a veteran of the Continental Army 
calling himself “Cincinnatus” in ironic acknowledgement of Washington’s classical persona.  
This weary “Cincinnatus” had returned home at the end of the war, not to a bucolic Patrician 
estate, not to vineyards and cabbages, but to poverty and disappointment.  Many veterans, he 
explained, had been forced by economic hardship to sell their government bonds to predatory 
speculators, and Alexander Hamilton’s Treasury Department rewarded these speculators by 
redeeming the depreciated bonds at face value.  By approving this policy, “Cincinnatus” believed
that Washington was betraying the men who had fought for him.  “My address to you will be in 
plain republican language,” he began, begging Washington to help his fellow soldiers gain 
42  Benjamin Franklin Bache, Aurora General Advertiser, January 19, 1795.
✼ “The commission of a Roman Dictator was contained in the five following Latin words, or words of 
similar import, viz. Cave ne Respublica damnum capiat.”—  Bache's own footnote. 
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compensation from Congress.  “There was a time, when the army never would have believed, 
that you could be at the head of government for four years, without making one effort—  without
expressing a single wish for a retribution of their services.  Can it be possible, Sir, that you have 
abandoned the known rules of right, to adopt the quibbling distinctions of the Treasury?”43  The 
myth of Cincinnatus, in its traditional formulation, had nothing to do with the question of 
whether to distinguish between predatory speculators and the original holders of government 
bonds.  Nonetheless, the name of Cincinnatus helped this writer to place the issue within the 
powerful moral framework of providing a dignified retirement for veterans.
Many writers for the Aurora and the National Gazette chose Roman pseudonyms such as 
Brutus, Drusus, Mutius, and Gracchus, which may have had a more populist connotation than 
more the famous names of Cincinnatus, Cato, and Cicero.  Brutus was synonymous with “tyrant-
slayer,” for his role in Caesar’s assassination, while Drusus and Mutius were known for 
supporting the expansion of the franchise to non-Roman Italians.  The brothers Tiberius and 
Gaius Gracchus were easily the most famous populist politicians in the history of the Roman 
Republic.  The Gracchi, as they were usually known, were powerful tribunes of the Plebs, whose 
pursuit of radical land reform policies lead to their assassination by supporters of the aristocratic 
Senate.  
In the pages of the Aurora, one “Gracchus” complained that the taboo against sedition 
made it difficult for the press to defend the people against tyranny.  “Opinion has so far 
consecrated the President, as to make it hazardous to say that he can do wrong,” he wrote, 
warning that “the unbounded confidence which was reposed in Cesar [sic] by the Roman people 
proved destructive to their liberty.”44  Responsible only to his readers, and not to the Democratic-
43  “Cincinnatus,” Aurora General Advertiser, January 11, 1793. 
44   “Gracchus,” Aurora General Advertiser, February 17, 1794.
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Republican party establishment, the firebrand Bache was willing to print what the more 
respectable Freneau would not.  Though it was by no means the only newspaper critical of 
Washington, the Aurora was easily the harshest and most influential, emboldening other anti-
administration papers with its unapologetic assaults on the president’s character.45  The 
disillusioned returned again and again to the theme of Washington’s classical persona;  For a 
Cincinnatus to become a Caesar was the ultimate betrayal.  This framework helped Washington’s
critics to claim a level of moral authority which had not been traditionally extended to 
newspapers.  Instead of seditious libelers, they could claim to be classical heroes, unmasking a 
tyrant.
For many of Washington’s critics, the Jay Treaty represented the final betrayal of his 
promise as a guardian of the Republic.  By strengthening commercial ties with Britain, anti-
administration papers feared the treaty would contaminate America’s republican character and 
essentially undo the Revolution.  Neighborhood associations and Democratic-Republican 
societies across the country held rallies and adopted resolutions protesting the treaty and urging 
the president not to sign it.  Their objection was not to the specifics of Washington’s foreign 
policy so much as what it represented.  “What if a Cesar [sic] should become popular in America
as once at Rome, and be raised to the Presidential chair?” asked an anonymous contributor to the 
American Mercury.  “Why, he might under the name of a treaty, legally and constitutionally, with
the advice and consent of his patricians, draw forth all the money in the Union, and apply it to 
what purpose he pleased.”46  
Joseph Miller and Alexander Porter, state legislators from Delaware, drafted a statement 
45  For more on the Aurora’s influence and relationships with other newspapers see: Jeffrey L. Pasley, 
The Tyranny of Printers: Newspaper Politics in the Early American Republic, (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia, 2001).
46  “From the American Mercury,” Aurora General Advertiser, May 26, 1795.
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condemning the “conduct of the President and other constituted authorities of the United States” 
with respect to foreign affairs.  “In ratifying the treaty,” they said, “we are convinced the 
President designed to serve his country.  In this we believe, he erred as much as Brutus did, when
by removing Caesar, he meant to destroy, but in event consolidated, the Roman tyranny.”47  
Miller and Porter gave Washington the benefit of the doubt, calling his decision to sign the treaty
an error.  Bache, however, was not so charitable.  When Washington finally signed the treaty in 
August of 1795, the Aurora began to print letters calling for his resignation on the grounds that 
he had ignored the will of the people and privileged the interests of a wealthy few.
Amidst these “storms of opposition” one writer, under the name of “Scipio,” called upon 
the president to “Retire immediately,” in order to save the Republic.  According to “Scipio,” 
Washington faced a pivotal choice.  He could either return to “the dignity of [his] retirement,” 
like Cincinnatus, or remain “shut up among [his] dependents,” like Caesar.  “You now, like 
Caesar, stand on the banks of the Rubicon,” the letter-writer declared.  “Cato gave him good 
counsil [sic].  Let him, said he, disband his legions, come and submit himself to the Senate.  Had 
he followed this advice, Rome might now have been free;  but he passed the Rubicon and sunk 
the world in slavery.”48
Washington's public persona as the modern Cincinnatus drew upon the British tradition of
the oligarchy of virtue, helping to legitimize his authority in the wake of the American 
Revolution by positioning him as a virtuous Patrician and a natural guardian of the Republic.  
However, by inviting a certain level of popular participation in the construction of his classical 
persona, Washington also relinquished a certain amount of control over it.  Critical newspaper 
editors and their readers felt empowered to judge Washington’s performance as president by the 
47  Joseph Miller and Alexander Porter, “Delaware Legislature: In Senate, January 19, 1796,” Charleston 
Columbian Herald, March 3, 1796.
48  “Scipio,” Aurora General Advertiser, November 20, 1795.
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heroic standards of Roman Republican leadership.  Finding him unworthy of the Cincinnatus 
appellation, some went so far as to name him the modern Caesar.
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CICERO
Classical figures often came in pairs of famous arch-nemeses whose names stood for 
corresponding virtues and vices.  As a toast given at a 1795 festival in honor of Washington’s 
birthday expressed it:  “May every Catiline meet a watchful Cicero, and every Caesar a 
determined Brutus.”49  Lucius Catiline, the leader of a secret conspiracy to overthrow the Roman 
Senate, represented cowardice, deceitfulness, and disloyalty, while Marcus Tullius Cicero, the 
senator who exposed his plot, exemplified the constant vigilance required of good republicans in 
order to safeguard their liberty.  As a correspondent for Fenno’s Gazette of the United States 
approvingly remarked: “Liberty never had, and perhaps never will have a wiser defender than 
Cicero.”50                
Cicero’s Catilinarian Orations, in which the great senator denounced the many crimes of 
Catiline before the Roman Senate, were a staple of the standard classical curriculum, commonly 
used to instruct elite white boys in the ancient art of rhetoric.  Due in part to the fact that so much
of his writing has survived to modern times, Cicero was considered an exemplar of Latin prose 
style, admired more for his well-documented words than for any legendary deeds.  For 
eighteenth-century Anglo-Americans, Cicero’s extensive writings on natural law and the 
structure of government provided one of the most important windows into Roman political
49  “The Patriotic Festival,” Gazette of the United States, February 27, 1795.
50  “Says A Correspondent,” Gazette of the United States, December 17, 1794.
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 philosophy and the elite power struggles of the late Roman Republic.51  According to 
Plutarch,
 when Cicero was slain by Marc Antony’s men in the wake of Caesar’s coup, Antony 
ordered that his hands be severed and displayed in the Forum of the city as a warning to others.  
Antony considered Cicero’s hands to be politically dangerous, because he used them to write.  In 
addition to his contributions to constitutional theory, Cicero inspired early Americans as a 
fearless watchdog of the public good, who paid with his life for telling the truth.
Although most readers were unlikely to have studied the Catilinarian Orations, 
newspapers provided summaries of the events surrounding Catiline’s conspiracy.  The important 
lesson to be gleaned from the story of Catiline was that the true threat to liberty came not from 
any external enemy, but from within the Republic itself.  As a writer for the Massachusetts 
Gazette explained:  “When Rome was at peace with all the world;  when there was no nation 
whom she feared, and no King who dared to wage war with her, treason lurked within;  her 
danger, her enemy was within; she had to struggle with luxury, with folly, and with crimes.”  He 
argued that he moral decay of Roman society had created opportunities for unscrupulous 
demagogues to seize power.  “Catiline conspired against the peace of his country;” he continued, 
“and the Consul Cicero, who suppressed his rebellion, tells us, that he was overwhelmed with his
debts, profuse of his own, eager after the property of others, capable, abandoned, artful, 
audacious, and without any regard to the real good and happiness of the people.”52  Such articles 
encouraged readers to be on their guard against tyranny, warning them that men like Catinline 
existed in every society, at every point in time.
One of the simplest and most powerful uses of a heroic classical persona was to paint 
51  Carl J. Richard, “Cicero and the American Founders,” in Brill's Companion to the Reception of Cicero 
ed. William H.F. Altman (Boston: Brill, 2015) 124.
52  “To the Free and Independent Citizens of Massachusetts,” Massachusetts Gazette, August 25, 1786.
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one’s political opponent as the corresponding villain.  Writers who took the name of “Brutus” 
suggested that their political enemy was a tyrant in need of slaying, while those who took the 
name of “Cicero” implicitly accused their opponent of plotting treason.  The effect of this 
rhetorical device was especially evident in cases where newspaper correspondents attacked each 
other’s pseudonymous writings, sometimes engaging in debates that spanned multiple issues.  
Interlocutors often mentioned each other’s choice of pseudonym, arguing over who had the right 
to claim a heroic classical persona for themselves.  Notably, writers often referred to this activity 
as “observing” and “judging” each other’s “performance.”  The myth of Cicero, with its central 
theme of unmasking the nefarious pretender, lent itself well to this particular dynamic.
In a series of essays written under the pseudonym of “Tully” (a common anglicization of 
Cicero’s Latin nomen “Tullius”), Alexander Hamilton framed the Whiskey Rebellion as a chapter
in the eternal struggle between “virtuous and enlightened citizens” and those whom he termed 
“caballers, intriguers, and demagogues.”  By giving himself the name of Cicero, he characterized
the Whiskey Rebels as a gang of Catilines conspiring to destroy the Republic.  Cicero’s most 
famous speech against Catiline begins with a rhetorical question: “Quo usque tandem abutere, 
Catilina, patientia nostra?” (“How long, Catiline, will you continue to abuse our patience?”).  At
the end of his third “Tully” essay, Hamilton asked “How long, ye Catilines, will you abuse our 
patience?,” adapting the line by making his enemy plural.53     
The Baltimore Daily Intelligencer published a blistering response to the “Tully” essays, 
written under the pseudonym of “Atticus,” which turned Hamilton’s accusations on their head.  
Federalist policies, the writer claimed, and not the “western citizens, and indeed all who are 
opposed to excises” were to blame for the Whiskey Rebellion.  Clearly aware of Tully’s true 
identity, the writer confronted the Treasury Secretary as “he who introduced the funding, bank, 
and excise systems, and who by their means has introduced idleness instead of industry, 
53  Alexander Hamilton, “Tully No. III,” The American Daily Advertiser, August 28, 1794.
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extravagance instead of economy, luxury instead of simplicity, speculation instead of labor, 
fictitious instead of real wealth, inequality instead of equality” and “sycophants instead of 
republicans.”  Reflecting on the excise controversy and the subsequent tax rebellion, he observed
that many Federalist newspaper correspondents were trying to determine “who are the 
conspirators, the incendiaries, the Catilines of this country” when in fact, “it might be answered 
that he is a Catiline who aimed at erecting a monarchy in the United States upon the ruins of 
republicanism.”  In other words: “Tully’s epithets safely apply to him.”54
Invocations of classical villains such as Caesar and Catiline functioned first and foremost 
as ways of articulating widespread fears of political conspiracy.  Federalists and Democratic-
Republicans tended to view each other as nefarious juntos rather than legitimate rivals in a 
competitive, two-party system.  Because there were no political parties as such, men who viewed
themselves as virtuous leaders, legitimately chosen by the people, explained the existence of 
organized opposition to themselves and their policy goals by pointing to the forces of conspiracy 
which, they believed, had constantly menaced the ancient republics.55  Many Federalists 
attributed the Whiskey Rebellion to the secret machinations of the Democratic-Republican 
societies, which they sought to expose as a modern-day Catilinarian conspiracy.  Fenno’s Gazette
of the United States regularly warned readers that these societies, which modeled themselves 
after the Jacobin clubs of the French Revolution, were plotting to overthrow the Republic.  
“Marius,” wrote one of Fenno’s anonymous correspondents, “was president of a Democratic club
in ancient Rome, [and] afterwards Cataline [sic] and Clodius, were members.”56  Just as the 
54  “Atticus to Tully,” The Baltimore Daily Intelligencer, September 13, 1794.
55  See: Joanne B. Freeman, Affairs of Honor: National Politics in the New Republic (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2001).;  Carl J. Richard, Greeks and Romans Bearing Gifts, (Plymouth, UK: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2008).
56  “From A Correspondent,” Gazette of the United States, January 15, 1794.
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demagogues of the late Roman Republic had paved the way for Caesar’s coup, the writer 
suggested that Democratic-Republican societies made the United States more vulnerable to the 
designs of a modern-day Caesar.  To play the role of Cicero was to assume the task of exposing 
such political evils to the light of public scrutiny.  
At the heart of the controversy over the Democratic-Republican societies was a 
fundamental disagreement about what forms of political participation ought to be considered 
legitimate.  While members of the societies presented them as a normal and necessary part of 
civic life in the Republic, Federalists viewed them as a threat to the authority of the legitimately 
elected government.  Democratic-Republican societies were closely linked with the anti-
administration press, which facilitated their national network by providing local clubs with 
information about each other.  “Will clubs avail them[selves] as a substitute for representation?” 
asked Federalist congressman Fisher Ames.  “A few hundred persons only are members of 
clubs,” he observed, “and if they should act for the others, it would be an usurpation, and the 
power of the few over the many, in every view infinitely worse than sedition itself, will represent
this Government.”57  After Washington attributed the tax revolt in western Pennsylvania to the 
machinations of “certain self-created societies” in November of 1794, Federalists took turns 
denouncing the Democratic-Republican societies in the style of Cicero, both on the floor of 
Congress and in the press.58 
“Human nature has not ceased to be human nature since the Roman times,” observed 
57  Fisher Ames, “Proceedings in the House of Representatives on the President’s Speech 24–27 
November 1794,” in Liberty and Order: The First American Party Struggle, ed. Lance Banning 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2004) 182-3.
58  The phrase “self-created societies,” with its conspiratorial connotations, was the subject of a minor 
controversy when James Madison had it stricken from the House’s official response to the President, over 
the Federalists’ insistence that it be included. See: Stanley Elkins and Eric L. McKitrick, The Age of 
Federalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993) 182-3.;  Bache noted that the Federalists’ use of 
the phrase “self-created societies” was intended to evoke Cicero’s speeches against Catiline. See: Bache, 
Aurora General Advertiser, December 8, 1794.
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another of Fenno’s correspondents.  “Caesar was the fiercest Democrat—  the friend of the 
people, their champion against the Senate, the contriver of every rash decree of the assembly of 
the people.”  He blamed the Democratic-Republican societies for undermining the rule of law by 
feeding the hatred of the excise tax which had lead to the Whiskey Rebellion.  “Citizens,” he 
wrote, “demagogues are tyrants in masks!—  The enemies of the laws are the assassins of 
liberty.”59  According to Cicero’s speeches against him, Catiline had feigned concern for the 
interests of the Plebeians, while his true motive for attempting to overthrow the Senate was to 
cancel his own debts.  In the same way, Fenno’s Gazette claimed, the Democratic-Republican 
societies pretended to cherish republican principles in order to promote their own selfish 
interests.  
Federalists invoked the Catilinarian conspiracy against the Whiskey Rebellion in much 
the same manner as they had against Shays’ Rebellion.  Because Catiline had sought political 
power in order to cancel his own debts, the indebted farmers of the new United States’ western 
borderlands were easily associated with the myth of Catiline.  As one anonymous commentator 
explained Shays’ Rebellion:  “Those who have joined Caesar, Sylla, and Catiline were debtors;  
but those who joined the party of the virtuous Brutus, were men of property, and creditors.”  The 
political participation of the dependent and indebted was automatically illegitimate, since “mean,
low, and worthless personages” could never be allowed to “strut o’er the public stage, as judges, 
members, representatives, and governors.”60  Just as property-ownership had made Cincinnatus a 
hero, indebtedness was what made Catiline a villain.
Bache, who was himself a member of the Democratic Society of Pennsylvania, ridiculed 
Federalist grandstanding against “certain self-created societies,” sarcastically asking if “Cicero 
59  “Says A Correspondent,” Gazette of the United States, December 17, 1794.
60  “Americanus,” New York Daily Advertiser, August 1, 1787.
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had re-visited the earth” in the form of congressman Thomas Fitzsimons.61  In response to 
Federalist accusations of conspiracy, Bache published a speech by Robert Mickle, Secretary of 
the Republican Society of Baltimore.  Mickle argued that rather than posing a threat to the 
Republic, private civic organizations were vital to its preservation.  The real danger, Mickle 
believed, was that the government might become corrupted from the within, just as “Caesar by 
preserving the sacred names of Senate and Consul, had art to change the whole nature of 
government in Rome.”62  The Democratic-Republican societies, he claimed, would do the work 
of Cicero, not Catiline, by cultivating a spirit of independence and constant vigilance in their 
communities.  
“In times of public necessity,” Mickle explained, “the Society would sound the alarm, 
and, mixing among their fellow citizens, rouse them to a contemplation and sense of their 
danger.”  Though Mickle conceded that some of the societies’ criticisms of Washington were 
excessive, he maintained that scrutinizing the president was a necessary public service.  “And 
what though the alarm be, sometime, false, will it, for that reason, never be true?” he asked.  
“What though Rome produced a Fabius, did she not also a Caesar?  What though America has 
produced a Washington, may she not likewise a Cromwell?”63   
In response, Fenno’s Gazette of the United States published an open letter to Mickle 
which ridiculed his performance of the role of Cicero by comparing him to Catiline:  “With the 
whining cant, the very modest, downcast looks, and humble supplicating voice of Catiline, when 
attacked in the Senate by Cicero,” said the anonymous writer, “you throw yourself upon the 
people and claim their protection.”  The writer asserted that “the great body of the people of 
61  Bache, Aurora General Advertiser, December 8, 1794.




America” were opposed to “self-created incendiary Clubs,” promising that members of the 
Democratic-Republican societies would be exposed as modern Catilines and harshly punished 
for their deceit.  “How this great incendiary was treated by the Senate of Rome,” he recalled, 
“everybody has read in Sallust—  They rose with indignation;  and in one voice proclaimed him 
a traitor and Patricide—  He fled.”  If the Democratic-Republican societies truly valued the 
opinion of the common people, he suggested, “you would have fled your country had you not 
more than Catiline's impudence, and Caesar's ambition.”64
The myth of Catiline was traditionally interpreted as a cautionary tale about the dangers 
of populism.  Lacking the virtue that came with economic independence, the hopeless debtor 
Catiline tried to deceive the Plebeians into overthrowing their legitimate rulers, only to be 
exposed by the heroically independent Cicero.  The story served to illustrate why only men of 
property could be trusted with power.  When Federalists placed the Whiskey Rebellion into this 
familiar moral framework in order to discredit the Democratic-Republican societies, members of 
the societies turned their framework around.  Rather than a special characteristic of the land-
owning Patrician class, Bache’s Aurora presented civic virtue as a quality to be desired in as 
many individuals as possible.  Society members like Mickle argued that by reading newspapers 
and participating in local civic organizations, non-elite white men both demonstrated and 
cultivated their worthiness as republican citizens.  One did not need to be an elite statesman like 
Cicero in order to profit Cicero’s example by staying informed, engaged, and on-guard against 
potential tyranny.
64  “To Robert Mickle, Pro Tem Secretary of the Republican Society of Baltimore,” Gazette of the United
States, January 10, 1795.
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CONCLUSION
The appeal of neoclassicism as a mode of political discourse for early Americans of 
varying ranks and political persuasions lay in its ability to frame complex and controversial 
issues is stark moral terms.  Classical antiquity served as a repository of political fables—  Cato’s
grisly suicide, Cincinnatus’s humble retirement, Cicero’s unmasking of conspirators—  which 
exemplified the core republican virtues of humility, austerity, self-sacrifice, and constant 
vigilance.  During and after the American Revolution, political elites turned to classical antiquity 
as a source of moral authority, distinguishing the new American Republic from Britain while 
styling themselves after British aristocrats and affirming their role as the Republic’s natural 
leaders.  Non-elites also absorbed this neoclassical ethos, especially through Patriot propaganda, 
ultimately adopting it for their own ends. 
By the time of the Revolution, American newspapers presumed a broad audience of 
engaged citizens, capable of rendering judgements about the public good regardless of property-
ownership.  Newspaper readership itself became a form of republican participation as readers 
gained the ability to stay informed and exercise political influence through organized public 
opinion.  By adopting the neoclassical aesthetics of the oligarchy of virtue, newspapers claimed 
the legacy of the Roman Republic for themselves and their readers, empowering them to act as 
stakeholders in society and to criticize political elites using the language of republican virtue.
 Newspapers transformed the nature of public life in ways that undermined the traditional
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 relationship between property and political rights, often provoking elite backlash as a result;  
Neoclassical discourse allowed newspaper editors to frame this change as a continuation of a 
noble ancient tradition, rather than a new and disruptive development.
For eighteenth century Anglo-Americans, the world of the ancient Mediterranean was 
safely exotic:  both whimsical and serious, fantastical and yet deeply familiar.  The Roman 
heroes of the classical canon were not venerated as direct ancestors, but as semi-fictional 
archetypal role models whose exploits were supposed to be grounded in certain fundamental 
political truths.  Unmoored in time, accessible to anyone who could read a pamphlet or hear a 
poem, a Rome of pure text supplied early American print culture with a powerful language of 
political imagination, authoritative and familiar, yet versatile enough to be applied ad hoc to 
even the most novel and complex social questions.  In a national political landscape 
characterized by uncertainty and improvisation, antiquity had utility, for elites and non-elites 
alike.  An ebullient mixture of history, mythology, and contemporary popular culture, 
neoclassicism tethered early Americans to a venerable western past and helped them negotiate a 
complex, dangerous, and potentially more democratic future. 
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